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VA_INFORMATION SERVICE 

Korea Association of Voluntary Agencies (KAVA) 
Seoul I.P.0. Box 1641 Tel: 2=2259; 2-9187 September 5, 1962 

CHANGING PHASES OF KOREAN FAMILY PATTERNS: 

A recent survey conducted by the post graduate School of Administration, 
Seoul National University reveals interesting and significant facts about Korean 
families that have been facing a change from an extended family system to a 
conjugal family structure. 

In size of a family, it is noticeable that there exists a large difference 
between the actual number of members in a family and what appears in the official 
family registration, Families with 5-6 members in a family make the largest 
single group of all families, both in urban amd rural areas, while some of them 
still have up to 20 or more people registered as a single family. 

In rural areas, 9% of all families have 2 members or less in a family; 26%, 
3—4, members; 32%, 4-5 members and 27%, 6-7 members in a family. In urban areas, 
trend is more or less similar to that of rural areas. 

Following are changing views of the people in regards to marital arrangements 
and relative responsibility of dependents. 30.4% of the statistical population 

expressed their view that choice of a spouse should be made by those directly in- 
volved pending consent of their parents; 42.9% desired initial choice of a spouse 
by parents pending consent of the son or the daughter. This indicates explicitly 
the people's desire for an agreement by both parents and their children ina 
marital arrangement, 

14.9% of the respondents thought that one has a kinship responsibility for 
a support of dependents only within the limit of ascendant and descendant 
families of name line, while 24.3% of the respondents expressed their view of 
an extended scope of the kinship responsibility, including collateral families, 

To keep pace with the realities of family structure and kinship conscious 
ness in the present day Korea, we hear the government has top level study com 
mittee for recommendations of revisions in civil code in order to make it con» 
gruous to the changes, 

MEETINGS: 

September Board Meeting of KAVA will be held as follows: 

Date: Wednesday, 19 September 1962 
Time: 9:30 4, M, 

Places: Seoul YWCA Building 

The KAVA Executive Committee Meeting will be held: 

Date: Tuesday, 18 September 1962 
Time: 9:30 A.M, 
Place: Seoul YWCA Building 

-l = 



TAX CLASSIFICATION OF KOREAN EMPLOYEES: 

According to the Ministry of Finance letter to KAVA, Korean employees of 
KAVA agencies are subject to class A wage ard salary income tax. 

The authoritative interpretation rendered by the Ministry of Justice in 
regards to the matter states that only those Korean employees working for foreign 
organizations which enjoy diplomatic extraterritorial jurisdiction will pay in 
class B gcalos. 

OPERATION HANDCLASP SHIPMENT: 

A shipment of operation handclasp arrived in Pusan on August 4. aboard USS 
SKAGIT and the goods are now stored in the Pusan customs warehouse. 

It is hoped that agencies that had been notified will pick up theirs as 
quickly as possible before the warehouse storage charge become heavy. 

INFORMATION MATERIAL AVAILABLE: 

Embargo List: USOM translated the Ministry list of items that were 
prohibited from importing and made the translated copies available to KAVA. This 
list will be given out to KAVA delegates at the next KAVA meeting on September 19, 

@ Booklets: Following USOM published booklets on Community Development 
are available in KAVA, They may be obtained at the KAVA office. 

1. Community Development in Korea (in English) 
2. Four Korean villages (Ethno~sociological Report, in both English 

and Korean editions) 
3. Seven case capsules from Korea's Community Development Program. 

AGENCY COMMUNICATION: 

The Missionary Benedictine Sisters in Taegu had its dedication of a new 
hospital there on 22 August 1962. 

This new hospital is called the Fatima Hospital and is located in Sin 4m 
Dong 302-1, Taegu. 

COMINGS & GOINGS: 

Miss Esther Park of YWCA left Korea on August 14 for about 6 months trip 
to the United States. While there, she will spend much of her time at the YWCA 
headquarters in New York. 

We hear that our long time friend, Miss Anne Davison is leaving the country 
in coming December. She will wrk as Associate Secretary, Council for Social 
Service in 400 Jarvis St. Toronto, Canada, For the 1.S.S, in Korea, Mr. Grardner 
Munro will replace her, 

The Catholic Relief Services — NCWC welcomed a new staff meuber —- Miss Tedda 
Ronnen Kamp. We bope she will enjoy her stay in Korea.,. 
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WORDS OF GREETING BY THE AMBASSADOR TO THE GENERAL ASSEMBLY OF THE 
PRESBYTERIAN CHURCH 

I am grateful to you for this opportunity to offer greetings in celebration 
of the 50th Anniversary of the organization of the General Assembly of the Prese 
byterian Church in Korea, 

Greeting you in this fine Youngnak church today, I am humbly conscious of 

the long history of friendship and association between the American diplomatic 
mission and this great church, representing Korea's first and largest Protestant 

denomination. Our diplomatic mission and your religious mission started together 
in Korea within a year of each other. When the first missionary and the first 
resident Presbyterian, Dr. Horace N. Allen, entered Seoul on September 22, 1884, 

he was at once appointed physician to the new American Legation which had itself 
been established in Korea the year before. Dr. Allen was subsequently appointed 
Secretary in the American Legation in 1895, Minister Resident and Consul General 

in 1897, and Envoy Extraordinary and Minister Plenipotentiary in 1901, a post 
which he held until 1905e I feel his spirit must somehow be among us as I give 

my greetings to you today. He symbolizes, more than any other man, the closeness 
between US.» 

Since that day, the Presbyterian Church has played no insignificant role in 
the relations between the West and Koreae As an American, I am especially 
pleased by the deep interest and constructive concern shown by a succession of 

American Presbyterian Boards,» Your representatives have displayed a continuity 

of interest and devotion to this country of which any American must be proud, 
Among those with us today, I think of Samuel Moffett, your Commission Represent- 
ative, whose father was the first Moderator of your Presbytery; of Horace Under. 
wood, whose grandfather was the first Moderator of your General Assembly elected 
fifty years ago: and of many, many more. No one can think of records such as 

these without humility and gratitude. 

Yet even more important than any individual achievement has been the con- 
tribution made by the General Assembly itself. It represents, today as it has 
for fifty years, one of the first operating democracies in Korea. 275 delegates 

are here todaye Hach is elected from the Presbytery which is itself elected by 
your thousands of churches and represent your 375,000 members. Western in 
origin, democratic in concept, this Assembly has long since become uniquely 
Koreane Since Dr, Moffett relinquished his place decades ago, all your 
Moderators have been Korean. Your new Moderator, the Reverend Yi Kee Hyuk, stands 
before us not only as a church and spiritual leader, but as a linear representa- 
tive of what isy probably, Korea's oldest institutional democracy. 

Thank you for the opportunity you have piven me to shere this great anni-= 
versary with you.e I extend this morning my congratulations and my highest hopes 
for the future of this church and of you all. 

Samuel Berger 

United States Ambassador to Korea 
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to imagine that a large number of less distinguished yangban descendants did in- 
deed lose that status. In view of such evidence, it is really open to serious question 
if yangban status in the early Yi was gained strictly through hereditary ascription. 

The crucial factor that distinguished yangban from commoners was, in my 
opinion, whether or not one was enrolled in a Confucian school, for student status 
would confer the privilege of military exemption. Thus, in order for a yangban 
family to retain its status, it was essential that it produce a son who acquired a 
formal Confucian education by enrolling in a public or private school and who 
maintained a minimum scholastic standing. In view of the enormous power, pres- 
tige, and privilege enjoyed by the yangban, they understandably made every effort 
to preserve their status by motivating their descendants to take up Confucian 
studies as a profession and by making economic and other resources available to 
them to pursue such a goal. This factor, more than anything else, explains the 
strong tendency that existed in Yi society to perpetuate the yangban class. 

In conclusion, the Confucian state established by the Yi depended largely on 
the examination system for recruitment of state officials. Both in ideology and in 
practice, the civil examinations were conducted on a competitive basis, placing pri- 
mary emphasis upon the candidates proficiency in Confucian studies and moral 
cultivation. Contrary to a belief widely held by scholars in our time, the civil 
examination system during the early part of the Yi dynasty was not closed to all 
who were not members of the yangban class. It was open to commoners who quali- 
fied by devoting their energies to Confucian scholarship. While it cannot be denied 
that one’s yangban lineage background and membership in a certain influential 
clan offered clear advantage in the civil examinations, there was at the same time 
no restriction against men of commoner origin taking part in this important state 
recruitment system. If a large proportion of the successful candidates were drawn 
from yangban family background (as may very well have been the case), it was 
not because of restrictions or discrimination against the commoners. We have to 
look for causes elsewhere. What is significant, however, is that the early Yi state 

did admit men of commoner origin, who comprised a majority of the population, 
to the civil examinations, giving them an opportunity to rise beyond the social 
status into which they were born. Since this major channel of upward social mo- 
bility was open to qualified commoners, the talented and ambitious among them 
could climb the ladder of success by first taking up Confucian scholarship and then 
by successfully passing a civil examination. As a consequence, the social stratifica- 
tion of early Yi Korea was probably not as rigid as has been once believed and the 
class barrier between commoners and yangban was less insurmountable. The role 
assignment at the crucial level of selecting scholars and government officials was 
not totally based on ascription orientation, but individual merit and achievement 
were important factors. In view of the new evidence establishing the incidence of 
participation by commoners in the civil examinations and their subsequent ad- 
vancement through the powerful and prestigious bureaucratic ranks, it is justified 
to call for a new interpretation of Korean society during the long tenure of the 
Yi dynasty. 
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developing country over the past 
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better than it had hoped. The Soviet Union, 
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lofager had any great geopolitical pte 
tance for the Russians; and, second, that 
South Korea would make a much more 
promising economic partner than the Japa- 
nese, even if the Russians’ territorial dispute 
with Japan could be promptly settled. 

Hence the Soviet Union’s swift embrace 
of South Korea. China would still offer ideo- 
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Commoners in Early Yi Dynasty Civil 

Examinations: An Aspect of Korean Social 

Structure, 1392-1600 

YONG-HO CH‘OE 

HE idea that government should be conducted by men of virtue and wisdom 
is intrinsic to the Confucian tradition. As one distinguished modern scholar 

puts it, “When Confucius’ whole system of thought is analyzed, it is obvious that 
he regards rule by the wise and virtue as the very foundation of good government.”* 
The Yi dynasty of Korea, which replaced the tottering Koryo in 1392, was founded 

by scholar-officials imbued with the ideals of Neo-Confucianism and dedicated 
to realizing the ideal world envisioned by the Confucian sages. Indeed, the zeal of 
Yi dynasty scholar-officials for Neo-Confucian idealism had rarely been matched 
even by their counterparts in Chinese history. “The key to governing the world 
and the state lies solely in the use of men,” wrote Chong To-j6n, one of the principal 
architects of the dynasty, in laying down the basic guidelines for the new dynasty 
in his Chosén kyonggukchén (Codes for governing the state of Chosdn). 

It was to recruit such men of wisdom and virtue, according to the Confucian 

yardstick, that the civil service examinations were developed in traditional China 
and Korea,* and the Yi dynasty, from its inception until 1894, depended on com- 
petitive examinations as the major channel of recruitment. One study of 352 officials 
who served as members of the State Council (Uijéngbu), the highest posts in the 
central government, indicates that 304, or 86.494 rose through the higher civil 
examination.* Table 1 gives a breakdown of the highest rank attained by all the 
higher civil examination graduates from 1392 to 1600, tabulated from Kukcho 
munkwa pangmok, a comprehensive list of higher civil examination graduates.° 
More than one third of all the graduates eventually rose to the coveted tangsanggwan 
(senior officials of the upper senior third rank and above), and a full g0°% of the 
pre-1600 graduates reached the sixth rank or higher. In other words, success in the 

Yong-ho Ch‘oe is Assistant Professor of History 

at the University of Hawaii. 

1Ping-ti Ho, The Ladder of Success in Imperial 

China: Aspects of Social Mobility, 1368-1911 

(N. Y.: Columbia University Press, 1962), p. 5. 

2 Sambongjip (Han‘guk saryo ch‘ongso No. 13), 

comp. by Kuksa P‘yongh‘an Wiwonhoe (Seoul, 

1961), p. 209. 

3 Although a system of examinations to recruit 

state officials is known to have existed in Korea as 

early as the Unified Silla period (668-935), the full 

scale Chinese-style examination system was not 

formally introduced into Korea until 958, when a 

Chinese expatriate from the Later Chou of the Five 

Dynasties, named Ssang Ki (Shuang Chi in Chi- 

nese), conducted the first examination. See, Koryosa 

(Tongbanghak Y6n‘guso edition, Seoul, 1955), 

93, 23 a-b. 

4Kim Yong-mo, “Yi-jo samuijong ti sahoejok 

paegyong,” Han‘guk sahoehak, 1 (1964), 40. 

>The particular edition I used is in the Kyu- 

janggak Collection of Seoul National University 

Library (Catalogue Number 106) and is believed 

to have been compiled ca. 1760. See, June-ho Song, 

“The Government Examination Rosters of the Yi 

Dynasty,” in Studies in Asian Genealogy, ed. by 
Spencer J. Palmer (Provo: Brigham Young Uni- 

versity Press, 1971). 
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Taste 1—CrassiricaTion oF HicHest Ranks Atrarinep By Munkwa Grapua tes, 
1393-1600 

BER pe St oe rk 2 Number who es 
Classification Ranks Reeawed Percentage 

Senior Officials la - Upper 3a 1, 583 36.7 

Middle-rank Officials Lower 3a — 6b 2,295 53.3 

Low-rank Officials fa) 9b 104 2.4 

Unknown 327 7.6 

Total 4,309 100.0 

SOURCE: Kukcho munkwa panpmok (Kyujangeak Collection No. 106). 

higher civil examination all but assured the graduates successful careers in the civil 
bureaucracy of the early Yi dynasty. 

The prevailing belief among modern scholars has been that these civil examina- 
tions were open exclusively to men of yangban birth and that they were perforce 
closed to all others, notably the commoners. The late Professor Yi Sang-baek of 
Seoul National University wrote: “There was an important restriction based on 
one’s social status, and, in principle, no one but yangban possessed the qualifications 
allowing them to participate in the civil examinations.”® Scholars in North Korea 
have taken a similar stand, as is seen in Chos6n t‘ongsa (A general history of Korea), 
written under the auspices of North Korea’s Academy of Sciences: 

Especially for the civil examinations, only those who held yangban status were 
permitted to apply, and men of all other statuses were not allowed, in the first 
place, to receive the education necessary to prepare for the examination.” 

Accordingly, it has been believed that because of this social restriction the Yi dynasty 
examination system, unlike its Chinese model, worked to rigidify the social structure 

of Korea.® A corollary to this assumption is the notion that yangban status during 
the Yi period was strictly hereditary and that the whole social order reflected the 
characteristics of a virtual caste society. 

Are these assumptions correct? Who actually participated in these all-important 
civil examinations? Was there in fact any restriction based on social status? Was 
the right to take part in the examinations determined by birth? These are extremely 
important questions, and yet little work has been done to find definitive answers. 

6 Yi Sang-baek, Han‘guksa: Kanse chon‘gi p‘yon 

(Seoul; Chindan Hakhoe, 1962), pp. 278-79. 

7 Chosén Minjujuti Inmin Konghwaguk, Kwa- 

hagwon, Yoksa Yon‘guso, Choson t'ongsa, Vol. I 

(P‘yongyang, 1962), p. 557. 
8 See, for example, Han U-giin, Han‘guk t'ongsa 

(Seoul, 1970), pp. 254-55. 
9 Pow-key Sohn, ‘Social History of the Early Yi 

Dynasty, 1392-1592: Emphasis on the Functional 

Aspect of Government Structure” (Unpublished 

Ph.D. dissertation, University of California, Berke- 

ley, 1963), p. 89, n. 4. This dissertation provides 

an extremely perceptive analysis of the power 

structure of the early Yi government, centering 

around the relationship between the monarchy and 

the yangban. 
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We do not even have a satisfactory definition for the term yangban, for example. 
Since the civil examination system was the single most important channel for elite 
formation in Yi society, at least partial answers to some of these questions may be 
obtained by determining what social groups were permitted to take part in the ex- 
aminations. The purpose of this paper then is to determine whether the civil exami- 
nations were open exclusively to yangban and closed to commoners. An answer to 
this question will throw more light on the nature of Korean social structure during 
the Yi period, especially with respect to the formation of the yangban class. In view 
of the complexity of these questions, this study is confined to the earlier part of the 
dynasty, from 1392 until about 1600. 

Broadly stated, society under the Yi comprised three large social groups, the 
yangban, the commoners, and the “mean” people. The term yangban meant origi- 
nally state officials in both the civil and military services. But, as the term came to 

be used in the late years of the dynasty, the yangban class includes not only civil 
and military officials but members of their families and their legitimate descendants 
as well. Implied in this broad generalization is the widely accepted notion that 
yangban was a hereditary status given as a birth right. This view, however, will be 
challenged later in this paper. 

Commoners known as yang‘in or p'yOngmin made up the majority in Yi society. 
They were mostly engaged in agricultural production and bore the main load of 

taxation. Among the various forms of taxation imposed on them was military duty 
for all male adults between the ages of sixteen and sixty. Also, among the com- 
moners was a small number of people engaged in trades such as commerce and 
crafts. Because of the Confucian contempt for such activity, they were, as we shall 

see later, barred from the civil examinations. 
At the bottom of society were the people known as ch‘dnmin, men of “mean” 

status or low birth. Most were in bondage, and they included, among others, public 

and private slaves, female entertainers (kisaeng), and butchers. Legally, the social 
status of these people was hereditary, and, in theory, they remained in bondage from 
generation to generation. This three-class stratification is a simplified but commonly 
accepted description of Yi social structure. Some may add one or two categories or 
call attention to gradations of status within the three main groups, but for our pur- 
pose this simple classification is adequate. 

To enter the civil bureaucracy, three regular channels were normally open to 
qualified aspirants. One was to pass the civil examination. The second was to receive 
a protection appointment (#m) through the special privilege accorded certain ofh- 
cials, who were permitted to nominate certain members of their families for govern- 

ment posts.’ The third channel was appointment through a recommendation, known 
as ch‘dn‘go. By this system, meritorious and virtuous men were recommended to 

the Board of Personnel and, upon meeting certain qualifications, were appointed to 

10 Merit subjects and those holding the second 

rank and above were allowed to nominate their 

sons, grandsons, sons-in-law, brothers, and nephews 

for tm privilege. Officials holding the third rank 

could nominate their sons and grandsons, while 

those who had served in the Boards of Personnel 

and War, in the Military Command, in the three 

censorate offices, and in the Office of Royal Aide- 

de-Camp were permitted to nominate their sons. 

Those nominated, however, had to undergo certain 

tests before they were given official posts. See 

Kyongguk taejon (Chosen Sotokufu Chusiin edi- 

tion, Seoul, 1934), p. 153. 
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government posts.’? Of these three channels, the civil examination was by far the 

most important means of recruitment. Young men of talent and ambition, even 
when they were eligible for a protection appointment, characteristically avoided the 
um privilege and preferred to compete in the regular civil examination.’” 

The civil examinations were divided into two categories, the sama or lower ex- 
amination (sokwa) and the munkwa or higher examination (taekwa). The lower 
examination, also known as the saengwo6n-chinsa examination because the degree 

awarded was either saengwon or chinsa, depending on the candidate’s choice of sub- 
ject, did not automatically qualify the recipient for an appointment to a government 
post. Instead, he was merely permitted to enroll at the National Academy (Sdng- 
gyun‘gwan), where he could study further in preparation for the higher munkwa 
examination."® This practice was relaxed during the sixteenth century and holders 
of saengwon and chinsa degrees were considered for appointment to minor posts.™* 
Although not automatically guaranteed an official post, winners of saengwon and 
chinsa degrees were accorded sufficient honor and prestige to make them eminent 
members of the social elite during the most of the Yi period. Most important of all 
the examinations, however, was the higher civil examination, munkwa. It was this 

examination that qualified successful candidates for major state offices. For 
munkwa, there were several different types of examinations; they can be classified 
largely into three categories: the regular examination given triennially (simgnydn-st), 

the supplementary examination given infrequently on certain felicitous occasions 
(chtinggwang-st), and the special examination offered irregularly between the tri- 
ennial examinations (pyol-st).'® Although the curricula covered in these examinations 
were somewhat different, the graduates all carried the same power and prestige. 

To see who took part in these civil examinations, let us first examine the legal 
stipulations regarding the qualifications of applicants. The basic laws governing 
various aspects of Yi society are codified in the basic state statutes, Kyéngguk taejon 
(Great Codes for Governing the State), compiled in the mid-fifteenth century. On 
eligibility to take part in the civil examinations, the Great Codes stipulate that a 
person in any of the following categories is to be barred: (1) one who, having been 
convicted of a crime, is permanently excluded from government service; (2) sons of 
corrupt officials; (3) sons and grandsons of remarried widows and of immoral 
women; and (4) descendants of concubines.'’ These stipulations, the only statutory 
limits on examination candidates, clearly place no restrictions on participation by 
commoners. 

There was, however, one important practice that could be interpreted as evidence 
of a prohibition against men of non-yangban origin participating in the examina- 
tions. This was the requirement that each candidate present to the examination office 
at the time of registration the names of his “four ancestors” (sajo)—that is, father, 

11 See Chungbo munhon pigo (Kojon Kanhaeng- 

hoe edition, Seoul, 1957), chapters 198 and 199 

[hereafter, MHPG}. 

12 [bid., 229, 19b. 
13 Kyongguk taejon, pp. 240-41. T‘aejong sillok, 

9, 7a. 
14 Taejon songnok kup chuhae (Chosen Soto- 

kufu Chusiin edition, Seoul, 1935), p. 16. 

15 Tf successful candidates were new recruits hav- 

ing no previous service in the government, they 

were given government posts ranging from 6b to 

ga ranks in the order of performance in the ex- 

amination. If they had previously served in the 

government, they were given promotion up to the 

lower 3a rank from the previously held ranks. 

Kyongguk taejon, p. 156. 

16 Kugyok taejon hoet‘ong (Seoul: Koryd Tae- 

hakkyo, 1960), pp. 254-58. 

17 Kyongguk taejon, pp. 207-208. 
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paternal grandfather, paternal great grandfather, and maternal grandfather. The 
purpose of this was the removal of anyone belonging to those social groups whom 
the state deemed undesirable.'* But one must not at this point jump to the conclu- 
sion that this constituted a restriction on commoners as a whole. 

A memorial presented by the Office of Remonstrance (Saganwon) in 1417 iden- 
tifies the groups considered most undesirable. The memorial stated that the recruit- 
ment examinations not only examined the abilities of candidates but also scrutinized 
the lineage of the candidates in order to bar persons belonging to any of four groups: 
artisans, merchants, shamans, and descendants of low-born people. In other words, 

among the commoners, only artisans and merchants, whose trades had traditionally 
been regarded as mean by Confucianists, were excluded from the civil examinations. 
Significantly, no other social group with commoner status—peasants, in particular— 
were excluded from the examinations.’® 

Regarding the “four ancestors,” a further stipulation was later added in the 
Taejon husongnok, which appeared after the Taejon songnok in 1543. This impor- 
tant stipulation bears quoting in full. 

If a candidate, when registering [for the examination], does not have anyone 
among his “four ancestors” who is a well known public official, he must present 
an endorsement, if he is from a province, signed by three members from his 
county liaison office in the capital, and, if he is from the capital, signed by three 
members of appropriate public offices, before he is permitted to participate in the 
examination.” 

How are we to interpret this? Undoubtedly, some will read it as an exclusion of all 
but men of yangban origin from the civil examinations, and, indeed, a superficial 

reading of the text might seem to justify such a verdict. However, a careful exami- 
nation of the background leading to the enactment of this new law, as recorded in 
the Sillok (the Veritable Records), indicates otherwise. 

A Censorate criticism in 1537 opened the long debate on the question of scrutiny 
of candidates’ lineage by arguing that many ineligible candidates participated in the 
civil examinations illegally by falsifying the records of their “four ancestors.”*? In 
the following year, the Office of Inspector-General (Sahénbu), deploring the in- 
creasing laxity in adherence to examination rules, pointed out flagrant abuses of the 
purpose of registering “four ancestors.” 

The recruitment examination is of major importance to the state, and candidates 
are allowed to participate only after their four ancestors have been screened. This 
[screening] is aimed at differentiating the lineage backgrounds [of candidates] 
so that the channel of recruitment may remain untainted. Recently, however, 
public morality has deteriorated, and men born of concubines, descendants of 
merchants and artisans, and men of low birth, completely disregarding their 
positions, illegally take part in the examinations, either by fabricating their family 
registries or by falsely including a governmental official among the four ancestors, 
or, in the cases of men born of immoral women, forging names of their sponsors. 
. . . Because of these abuses, the civil examinations came to be held in low esteem, 

the channel of recruitment became desecrated, and the rectification of names 

became seriously compromised. 

18 Songjong sillok, 179, 11b—12a. 20 Taejon songnok kup chuhae, pp. 165-66. 

19 Taejong sillok, 33, 17a—-b. 21 Chungjong sillok, 85, 40a-b. 
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The Inspector-General’s Office went on to explain that these abuses took place be- 
cause the Registration Office, charged with screening the “four ancestors,” was un- 
able to carry out the task fully, being swamped with as many as three to four hundred 
candidates a day. Therefore, it was proposed that a stricter rule be established to 
prevent abuse of the examinations.** Echoing the Censorate, many other high ofh- 
cials voiced similar views and proposed enactment of a new measure to forestall the 
participation of ineligible candidates.” It was by following these discussions that the 
new stipulation requiring many candidates to present an additional letter of endorse- 
ment signed by three officials was added in the Taején husongnok. 

What is significant here is that the discussions about ineligible social groups 
illegally participating in the civil examinations contained no reference to common- 
ers, except merchants and artisans. Assuming the civil examinations were open only 
to men of yangban birth, are we then to believe that commoners never even at- 
tempted to enter illegally while those of an even lower social status frequently 
infringed upon the examination rules? It is more likely that the commoners were 
not included among those ineligible in the first place simply because there was no 
legal bar against the bulk of them. It is reasonable to believe that the additional 
endorsement was aimed at screening out merchants, artisans, men born of concu- 

bines, and others of low birth—not ordinary commoners, who did not belong to any 
of these categories. To be sure, this requirement must have been an extra burden 
for most commoner candidates; but one must also keep in mind that the same rule 
was also applicable to many candidates of yangban status who also did not have a 
“well known public official” among their “four ancestors.” Thus, there is no evidence 
of statutory class restriction against commoners participating in the civil examina- 
tions. 

If there was no legal restriction, is there evidence that supports actual participa- 
tion of commoners in the civil examinations? Let us first examine the state educa- 
tional system, which was an integral part of the examination scheme, to determine 

whether commoners were in fact allowed in the state-supported schools. Since nearly 

all the examination candidates were drawn from these schools, except perhaps a small 
number who attended private academies (sdwdn), this will help us to understand 

whether commoners did indeed participate in the civil examinations. In addition to 
the National Academy and the Four Schools (sahak) in the capital, the Yi dynasty 
maintained a network of state-supported public schools (Ayanggyo) in every county 

from the remote northeastern border to the isolated island of Cheju in the southwest. 

From the Kyéngguk taejon we can calculate that the total number of students au- 

thorized to be enrolled in the state educational system was 15,750.74 This number 

does not include those students enrolled in private academies, which became impor- 

tant after the late sixteenth century, or boys below the age of sixteen who attended 

the privately run village elementary schools (sodang). 

In accordance with Confucius’ injunction that “in education there shall be no 

class distinction,”*° Yi officials made dedication to scholarship the main criterion for 

enrollment in the state schools. At the pre-Ayanggyo elementary level, the School 

22 Ibid., 88, 18a. 24 Kyongguk taejon, pp. 240-43. 

23 Ibid., 85, 40a—b; 88, 18a; 93, 62a. 25 The Analects, XV, 38. 
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Regulations for the Capital City and Provinces (Kydng‘oe hakkyo chélmok), prom- 
ulgated in 1546, directed instructors (tongmong hundo): 

. . . to assemble not only sons of literati families but also sons of the commoners 
from the ages of eight or nine through fifteen or sixteen and to teach them at 
first the Sohak. When students become able to clearly comprehend punctuations 
and sentences, and become capable of understanding the meaning to some extent, 
they should then be taught the Great Learning, the Analects, Mencius, and the 

Doctrine of the Mean. After this, they are to be advanced to the county schools.”¢ 

These regulations state with clarity that sons of both the literati (sajok) and the 
commoners (min) were to be educated on the elementary level. 

In 1582, Yi I (Yulgok), on order of the king, presented another set of school 
regulations in which the following stipulation was made concerning admission to 

state schools: 

Except for saengwon and chinsa degree holders [who were to occupy the higher 
dormitory of the National Academy], all those who have set their determination 
on scholarship are to be enrolled, if they reside in the capital, in either the lower 

dormitory [of the National Academy] or in the Four Schools. In the case of those 
who live in the provinces, all those who study the Confucian teachings, regardless 
of whether they are from the literati families or of humble origin, are to be 
enrolled at the county schools (Ayanggyo). At the time of first registration, the 
student is permitted to enter after he is recommended by ten fellow students 
vouching for his scholastic determination and after he has been given an examina- 
tion on the classics. Anyone . . . who is not registered at a school is not permitted 
to take part in the recruitment examinations.”* 

One may argue, however, that while the door of state educational institutions 

may not in theory have been closed to commoners, in practice the indigent among 
them could not gain entry because of economic factors. To a certain extent, this may 

have been true. To send a boy to school, a family would have to have some economic 
resources above the level of abject poverty. But this limitation is not peculiar to tra- 
ditional Korean society; it is still a negative characteristic of almost every society. In 
this connection, it should be observed that there is no reasons to believe that all 

commoners under the Yi lived on the margin of poverty. Not all ‘were affluent, nor 

were all commoners indigent. Moreover, there usually was scholarship aid available 
for the education of promising young men. The state endowed public educational 
institutions generously to provide economic protection for students,”* and “educa- 
tional chests” called hakkye were maintained by many communities and clan organi- 
zations in order to finance the education of needy members.*® Most important, 
officially enrolled students received many privileges, among them exemption from 
military service and other burdensome duties, which will be discussed below. 

In certain cases, persons whose social status was even lower than that of com- 
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moners were also encouraged to enroll in schools. The eligibility of the paekchéng 
during the reign of Sejong (1418-1450) is a case in point. The paekchéng were a 
nomadic minority group from the north who made their living by such trades as 
butchering and leather tanning. They were discriminated against even by the com- 
moners and eventually sank to the level of outcastes.*® During the early years of the 
Yi period, however, the government attempted, although without much success, to 
assimilate the paekchong into ordinary Korean life by providing them with land for 
settlement and by encouraging intermarriage with commoners. Then, in 1432, the 
Board of Rites advised the king: “Since the paekchdng are now living among the 
commoners and intermarry with the commoners .. . it is requested that sons [of paek- 
chong| who wish to study be permitted to enroll in the county schools.” The sillok 
records that the king approved this request.** 

There are also accounts by foreigners who visited Korea attesting to commoners’ 
enrollment in the schools. In 1488, Tung Yueh, leading a Chinese embassy, visited 
Korea and, after returning to China, wrote a book, Chao-hsien fu, depicting the life, 
customs, and institutions of Korea. In it, he described the social background of stu- 

dents housed in the two different dormitories of the National Academy: 

The hall where saengwon and chinsa degree holders reside is called the upper 
dormitory, while the hall where those students who are advanced from the local 

schools reside is called the lower dormitory. . . . Those who are advanced from 
the local schools are commoners who are superior in intelligence and talent3” 

A Dutchman, Hendrik Hamel, reached Korea in 1653 when his ship was wrecked 
during a storm in the South China Sea. He and fifteen other crewmen were forced 
to remain in Korea for fourteen years, during which time they travelled widely and 
lived among all ranks of people. In 1666, Hamel and seven others managed to escape, 
and upon returning to his homeland, he wrote an account of the shipwreck and a 
description of Korea. On education, he wrote: 

The Nobility, and all Free-men in general, take great care of the Education of 
their Children, and put them very young to learn to read and write, to which that 
Nation is much addicted. They use no manner of rigour on their method of teach- 
ing, but manage all by fair means, giving their Scholar an Idea of Learning, and 
of the Worth of their Ancestors, and telling them how honourable those are who by 
this means have rais’d themselves to great Fortunes, which breeds Emulation, and 
makes them students.°* 

“Free-men” here, of course, refers to p'yOngmin, or commoners.** 
Since there is no systematic information available on the social background of 

examination candidates to confirm the participation of commoners, one must search 
for individual cases in which men of non-yangban origin competed successfully in 
the examinations. Although the ch‘énmin, men of “mean” status at the bottom of the 

30 See Kang Man-gil, ‘“Sdnch‘o paekchong ko,” 33 Gari Ledyard, The Dutch Come to Korea 
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social strata, were officially barred from the civil examinations, there were a few 
examples in which men of ch‘6nmin background were successful candidates. 

In 1480, Ch‘oe S6 passed the higher civil examination with highest honors and 
was immediately appointed to a sixth-rank instructor’s post at the National Academy. 
The censorial offices, however, refused to issue sogydng, an endorsement finalizing 
the appointment, on the grounds that his maternal grandmother was the daughter 
of a lowly musician. But after listening to various opinions of senior officials, the 
king permitted Ch‘oe S6 to remain in office,*” and he eventually rose to become a 
magistrate of a prefecture (kunsu, rank 4b). It should be noted here that Ch‘oe S6 
had previously passed the lower civil examination and entered the munkwa exami- 
nation as a chinsa.*® Although his social background became an issue with regard 
to the higher examination, he was allowed to enter the lower examination without 

apparent challenge. 
Ch‘oe Ip (1539-1612) was once a slave because his mother was a slave, even 

though his father was a chinsa. He was later manumitted and passed the chinsa 
examination in 1555 and the munkwa in 1561.*" Because of his widely known literary 
skills, he was given the director’s post (chejo) in the Office of Diplomatic Corre- 
spondence (Saéingmunwon) during the invasion of Toyotomi Hideyoshi in the late 
sixteenth century. This was an important post since efforts to gain Chinese aid for 
the war depended on the skills of this office. When Ch‘oe Ip declined the appoint- 
ment, giving his humble birth as reason, the king is said to have replied, “Your 
literary fame is known to the present generation and how can there be an issue on 
account of your family background? Do not decline.”** Ch‘oe eventually rose to be- 
come the Vice Minister of Punishment (Hyéngjo ch‘amp‘an). His son, Tong-mang, 
also passed the chinsa and munkwa examinations.*® 

Perhaps the most prominent man who rose through the examination system from 
slavery was Pan S6k-p‘yong (?-1450). He was a private slave of a high official, who, 
recognizing Pan’s talent, taught him and later entrusted him to a childless rich fam- 
ily, concealing the boy’s slave status.*? He became a saengwon and in 1507 passed 
the munkwa.** During his official career, however, the fact that he had been a slave 
was revealed, and on at least two occasions, in 1514 and 1516, his appointment was 
criticized by the censors on account of his low birth. In 1516, when Pan was given 
a post in the prestigious Office of Special Counselors (Hongmun‘gwan), the cen- 
sorial offices protested that his “family origin is one of lowly mean status,”*” but the 
protest was overruled, and Pan subsequently held governorships in all eight provinces 
and rose to become Minister of Punishment.** 

These are only three of a dozen or more cases I have uncovered in which men of 
low birth were advanced through the examination system. They are admittedly 
isolated cases and are, no doubt, exceptions to the rule. But they are nevertheless 
significant. These former slaves and descendants of slaves did take the examinations 
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and as a result did hold major government posts during a period noted supposedly 
for its extremely rigid view of class structure. It is evident that occasionally, though 
rarely, both rulers and officials valued an individual’s competence above considera- 

tions of low birth. 
A comparison of the social positions of Ayangni (clerks in local magistracies) 

and commoners will also throw new light on the latter’s standing in the examination 
system. Hitherto Hyangni have been regarded as a special social group occupying an 
intermediary position in the social hierarchy, above the commoners and below the 
yangban. This may well have been the case during the latter years of the Yi, but 
this view finds no support in the first 200 years of the dynasty. They were classified, 
along with yongni (post station attendants), yOmgan (laborers in the salt works), 

and mokcha (horse grazers), as sin-yang yok-ch‘6on, that is, their status was that of 
a commoner, but the duties they were assigned to perform were those of “mean” 
men.** The Ayangni were not officially remunerated for their labor, and their duty 
was hereditary. According to one official, “the duty of Ayangni is so oppressive that 
everyone wants to get away from it.”*° The Taején songnok, the 1492 supplement to 
the Kyéngguk taejon, classifies hyangni as “men of lowly ‘mean’ status” (pich‘on 
chi in), along with artisans, merchants, servants, and post station attendants.*° Thus 

contemporary sources clearly place the Ayangni a grade lower than the ordinary 

commoner. This is further substantiated by the fact that a Ayangni might be pro- 
moted to commoner status as a reward while a commoner could be reduced to 
hyangni status as punishment.** 

An understanding of the Ayangni’s social position permits a clearer determina- 
tion of whether commoners were allowed entrance into the examinations. A stipu- 
lation in the Kyéngguk taejon says, “Those who have passed the higher civil ex- 
amination, the military examination, and the lower civil examination . . . are per- 

mitted to leave the Ayangni duty along with their descendants.”*® This leaves no 

doubt that hyangni were officially permitted to enter the examinations, but there is 

additional evidence to bear this out. From the lists of successful candidates for 

seven of the thirty-two lower civil examinations given from 1513 to 1603, I have 

identified at least eleven graduates who held the position of Ayangni at the time of 

examination. 

Of those Ayangni who passed the higher civil examination, at least two cases 

must draw our attention. Yi Sun-my6ng, a hyangni from Kobu, was already a hundo 

(ninth rank instructor) when he passed the munkwa in 1474.4° When he was pro- 

moted in 1495 to the post of changny6éng, the powerful Third Inspector (rank 4a) 

in the Office of Inspector-General, one junior officer in the same office protested: 

The censor Yi Sun-myéng comes from humble origin and, after he passed the 
examination, abandoned the wife who shared poverty with him. He is a heartless 
man and is unfit for the Censor’s Office. It is requested that [the appointment] be 
amended. 
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The king, rejecting this protest, replied, “In ancient times, a man rose from a cow- 

barn. How could mean origin be a reason for not employing a man?”° 

The plight of another former Ayangni, Yi Tuk-chén, who passed both chinsa 
and munkwa examinations in 1504,°' is briefly illustrated in the Sz/lok as follows: 
“Yi Tuk-chon is originally a hyangni from Ch‘6nan. He liked to study books, but 
his family was extremely poor, so much so that servants in the county office took 
pity on him and gave him clothing and food.”’* He was later appointed several 
times to influential censorial posts in spite of opposition based on his humble 
hyangni origin.”* 

In addition to the Ayangni, the social status of another group was similarly 
ambiguous. These were the sugun (seamen), who belonged at best to the category 
of sin-yang yok-ch‘on and in many cases were viewed as “mean.” A Sillok entry 

in 1420 explains the status of the sugun: 

Those seamen with commoner status were assigned seamen’s duty because, at the 
time of separating commoners from the “mean” men, their records on social status 
were not clear as to whether they were commoners or “mean” men, causing 
difficulty. This law is very fair. Now, however, because there are cases where 
these seamen escape to dodge their duties, they are classified as “mean” men.** 

By the time the Kyéngguk taejon was compiled in the late 1470's, this classification 
was hereditary.°° 

But in 1450, when the final palace examinations for the triennial munkwa was 
completed, one Kim Uijong, the son of a swgun, had placed first among the thirty- 
three successful candidates. Just before the announcement of the successful candi- 

dates, however, the king altered the list, making Kwon Nam, the grandson of the 

distinguished scholar-offcial Kwon Kin, the highest, or chang‘won, graduate and 

placing Kim Uijéng second. The Sillok gives this account: 

As Kim Uijong placed first in the examination, people all clamored that 

because Ui-j6ng comes from humble origins and has no reputation and even if 

he had answered the policy question [i.e., the final test that decided the ranking 

of candidates] well, he should not be permitted to head the successful candidates. 

At midnight, the king ordered the paper of Kw6n Nam presented to him and read 

it personally. Impressed by Kwon Nam’s paper, he then made him chang‘won.°® 
The Sillok historian entered this comment: 

In all the munkwa examinations, when the candidates’ ranking is decided, the 

examiners are not permitted to read the names of the candidates and only after 

having read the papers and having decided upon the rankings are they allowed 

to open the list to see the names. This is to demonstrate impartiality. Although 

the [Kwon] Nam affair was first initiated by the king and handled fairly, public 

opinion expressed a fear that this may have damaging consequences in later days.°* 
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In the end, Kim Uijéng, the lowly seaman’s son unjustly placed second in the 
graduating class, did achieve an appointment as a local magistrate.°® 

It is clear, then, that men of sin-yang ydk-ch‘6n status, such as hyangni and 
sugun, were openly admitted to the civil examinations, even though the number 
who were successful appears to have been relatively small. The social status of these 
men prior to receiving their degrees was clearly below, at the very best equal to, 
that of the commoners. 

Convincing evidence of the participation of commoners in the civil examina- 
tions can also be found in a statutory guarantee made to post station attendants in 
P‘yéngan and Hwanghae provinces. While most post station workers in other parts 

of the country were drawn from the sin-yang yok-ch‘on group, those of the two 
northwestern provinces came originally from the families of well-to-do commoners, 
presumably because they could provide more reliable service along the major routes 
to China. Because the work was, in general, regarded as lowly, employees in these 
two provinces evidently required assurance from the central government that they 
remain secure in their status as regular commoners.”® The Taején husongnok gives 
this assurance: 

Those who are permanently assigned as the post station attendants in P‘yéngan 
and Hwanghae provinces are originally commoners (yangmin). Their descendants 
with no blemished records are permitted in the munkwa, the military, and the 
saengwon-chinsa examinations.™ 

The use of the term yangmin in this statute leaves no doubt that the law permitted 
the participation of men of commoner background in the civil examinations. 

Skeptics may argue that even if no legal restriction had been placed against 
commoners participating in the examinations, there still may have been practices. 
However, not a single instance has yet been uncovered in which the social status 
of a commoner became an issue in the civil examinations, nor is any case known 

in which a candidate’s qualification was challenged on the ground of his commoner 
origin during the period under study. 

If indeed yangban status was a prerequisite for a person either to take part in 
the civil examinations or to become a government official, it is reasonable to assume 
that there must have been at least some instances in which commoners were ele- 
vated to the status of yangban, just as a number of men of “mean” status are known 
to have been made commoners. But, interestingly, not a single case has been found 
in the 200-year period under study in which a commoner was specifically raised to 
the status of yangban. This indicates that yangban status was not necessarily a pre- 
requisite for eligibility for the civil examination or for becoming a government 
official. 

There is, on the other hand, evidence that commoners were actually given 
official ranks within governmental service. The case in point is a law enacted in 
1460 to encourage people from the three southern provinces to settle in the sparsely 
populated northern regions. The pertinent part of this law reads as follows: 

For commoner volunteers from the three southern provinces, those who move 
from Kyongsang and Cholla provinces to P‘yOngan province will be promoted 

58 Kukcho pangmok, p. 30b. 60 Taejon songnok kup chuhae, p. 199. See also 
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with five higher grades whether they previously held offices or not, those who 
move [from the same provinces] to either Kangwon or Hwanghae province will 
be promoted with three higher grades, those who move from Ch‘ungch‘ong 
province to P‘yongan province will be promoted with four higher grades, those 
who moye [from the same province] to either Kangwon or Hwanghae province 
will be promoted with two higher grades. Those who wish to become officials in 
the aboriginal office will be allowed to do so. Those volunteers from the three 
southern provinces who are public or private slaves will be manumitted and be 
made commoners in perpetuity, and they will thereby become eligible to serve as 
government officials.* 

Here, we have unmistakable evidence attesting to the fact that commoners were 
indeed rewarded with government ranks and that freed slaves who became com- 
moners were declared eligible for government service. 

There are also on record examples of men of humble social origin who gained 
government posts by way of the regular civil examinations. One such instance is the 
case of Ko Hydng-san (1453-1528). According to the Sz/lok, he came from a humble 
family in Hoengsong. When he passed the munkwa in 1483, he was “not known 
by anyone and was assigned, as was customary, to administer a county, and there 
he achieved great success.” He was later regarded as an expert in military and fis- 
cal matters and ultimately ascended to the post of Left Vice State Councillor 
(Chwach‘ansong, rank 1b). 

Pang Yu-ry6ng (?-1529) also came from a similar background. A native of 
Hapch‘6n, he passed the chinsa and munkwa examinations, the latter in 1489. When 
he was appointed to the powerful post of Inspector-General (Taesahon, rank 2b), 
in 1518, however, the censor officials opposed him. Whereupon, according to Sillok 
historians, “He sighed and said: “Though born of a humble family, I passed the 
examination and reached the second rank grade. This is as high as a common 
person can hope to rise.’” He then returned with his family to their farm in the 
countryside, the Si//ok says.®° 

There is also the case of An Chung-son, who came from Kosong, where he 

worked by day in the fields, studied at night, and attended the National Academy 
after each autumn’s harvest was gathered. In 1513, past the age of forty, he passed 
the munkwa and acquired the important post of changnydng (rank 4a) in the 
Office of Inspector-General.™* 

Ch‘oe San-du was of kunbo (military provisioner) origin, and his relatives had 
served on military duty for many generations. After he took the saegwon degree in 

1504 and the munkwa in 1513, he served in the prestigious Offices of Special Coun- 
selors and of Inspector-General.® 

These instances refute the notion that the civil examinations and offcial careers 
were open exclusively to the privileged yangban class during the first two centuries 
of the Yi dynasty. Although belief in the exclusion of commoners is widespread 
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among Korean scholars, one distinguished historian in North Korea, Kim Sdk- 
hydng, has come to a similar conclusion. In his important study of the social struc- 
ture of traditional Korea, he writes that “Even during the Yi dynasty, those who 
were commoners according to feudalistic social status were permitted to enter the 
recruitment examinations and could become yangban.” He goes on to conclude: 

Throughout the Kory6 and the Yi dynasties, in practice, official posts in the state 
were given not merely to yangban of prominent lineage, but also to commoners, 

who were also legally eligible to receive posts. . . . Not only were the commoners 
not barred from the recruitment examinations, but even Ayangni, whose social 
status was lower than that of commoners, were permitted to enter the examina- 
tions.®6 

Although Kim Sék-hyéng does not provide full documentation, the evidence pre- 
sented here fully supports the conclusion that commoners were permitted to com- 
pete in the civil examinations and, once having acquired degrees, to move upwardly 
through the ranks of the civil bureaucracy. 

Regrettably, there is no way to determine the actual number or proportion of 
men of non-yangban origin who successfully took part in the civil examinations. 
Although there are several versions of examination graduate lists, unlike the Chi- 
nese lists, they contain no clear information on the social background of the gradu- 
ates. One version of the comprehensive list of munkwa graduates does, however, 
include information on graduates’ ancestors who had also passed the munkwa 
examination. From this, we can at least determine whether a candidate came from 

a family that had previously produced a munkwa graduate. Table 2 contains in- 
formation on the ancestors of candidates who graduated between 1421 and 1630. A 
“munkwa family” here refers to a family that produced one or more munkwa 
graduates among a candidate’s ancestors. 

More than half of all munkwa graduates during this period came from families 
with no record of any previous graduates. This is not to say these were all families 
of commoners. Some may have produced government officials who did not hold 
the munkwa degree or held only the lower civil examination degree. Neverthe- 
less, this kind of evidence supports the contention that the civil examinations were 
not closed to commoners during the early half of the Yi period. We can also ob- 
serve that the percentage of non-munkwa families, which is very high prior to 1500, 
begins to decrease after 1500 and drops to even Iower levels from the late sixteenth 
century on. This trend suggests that, after the middle of the sixteenth century, it 
was becoming increasingly difficult for candidates from non-munkwa families to 
place successfully in the munkwa examinations. 

There is another aspect to be considered, and that is the role of clan organiza- 
tions in the civil examinations. Obviously, this question is too vast to be treated 
completely in this paper, but there are certain features in the development of clan 
organizations that throw some light on the question of participation in the exami- 
nations. One such feature is the history of the compilation of clan genealogies. 

In contrast to the proliferation of clan genealogies during the last half of the 

86 Kim Sok-hyong, Chdsen hoken jidai no kai- Chwa-ho, “Asia-j6k kwanin chibae ti Han‘guk- 

kya kosei, tr. by Suematsu Yasukazu and Yi Tal- chok chont‘ong,” in Han‘guksa ui pansong ed. by 

hon (Tokyo, 1960), pp. 156-57. See also Cho Yoksa Hakhoe (Seoul, 1969), p. 75. 
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TasLtE 2—Munxkwa Anp Non-Munkwa FamiLy BackcRrouNDs OF CANDIDATES 

IN THE 30-YEAR PERIODS 

Munkwa Family 
Period Father Four Any Non-Munkwa Total 

Omi (%) Ancestors? (%) Ancestors¢ (%) Family (%) 

1421-50 49(12.3) 53(13.6) 73(18.4) 324(81.6) 397 
1451-80 172(23.6) 209(28.6) 260(35.6) 470( 64.4) 730 
1481-1510 156(25.0) 223(36.0) 306( 49.3) 316(50.7) 622 
1511-40 148(21.3) 252(36.2) 356(51.2) 340(48.8) 696 
1541-70 VBP) 259(39.2) 326(49.4) 334( 50.6) 660 
1571-1600  189(24.6) 338(43.9) 427( 55.5) 343(44,6) 770 
1601-30 306(31.6) 462(47.8) 585(60.5) 382(39.5) 967 

Total 1, 163(24.0) 1, 796(37-1) 2,333(48.2) 2,509(51.8) 4,842 

SOURCE: Kukcho munkwa pangmok (Kyujanggak collection No. 106) 

4Graduates whose fathers hold munkwa degree. 

beraduates whose families produced munkwa degree holders among their "four ances- 
tors," including fathers. 

CGraduates whose families produced munkwa degree holders among any of their 
ancestors, including the "four ancestors." 

dynasty, the first two centuries showed surprisingly little interest in such compila- 
tions. The first known compilation of a clan genealogy took place in 1423 for the 
Yu clan of Munhwa.” Thereafter, as far as I can determine, only two other clans, 

the Andong Kwon clan and the Namwon Yang clan, published their genealogies 
during the fifteenth century, in 1476 and 1482 respectively.** The preface written 
for the Andong Kwon clan genealogy by S6 K6-jéng (1420-1488) includes this 

comment: 

Our country, from ancient times, has maintained no clan law or clan records. 

Even prominent families of great clans keep no family history. There are those 
who do not even record the names of great-great grandfather, great grandfather, 
grandfather and father, as the several generations pass by. Their descendants 
become gradually estranged and unable to recognize relatives of four gen- 
erations. . 

The preface to the Namwon Yang clan genealogy has a similar statement: “Very 
few families of scholar-offcials nowadays preserve their genealogies.” The post- 
script of the 1565 edition of the Munhwa Yu clan genealogy contains this state- 
ment: “Even among those who, in the present generation, claim themselves that 
they are exalted families and great clans, there are innumerable cases where no 
records of the names of fourth or fifth generation ancestors are kept.”"? When we 
move into the early seventeenth century, the bibliographer Kim Hyu (1597-1639) 

87 Munhwa Yu-sst sebo (1803 edition). I am  vard-Yenching Library Collection). Yang S6ng-ji, 

grateful to Dr. Fujiya Kawashima of International Nulchepip (Seoul, 1938), 6, 98b—100a. 
Christian University, Tokyo, for providing this in- 69 Sagajip, 13, 10b. 

formation. 70 Nulchejip, 6, 100A. 
68 S6 K6o-jong, Sagayip (Koyang, 1929), 13, 9a- ™1 Munhwa Yu-sst sebo, preface 3a. 

11a. Sedok ch'ongyo, 1, 12b (Handwritten. Har- 
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lists genealogies for only fifteen more clans in his comprehensive bibliography of 
Korean books, the Haedong munhén ch‘ongnok.” 

From the small number of genealogies and from comments in the prefaces and 
postscripts to them, we can conclude that the close-knit network of clan organiza- 
tions and the publications of genealogies that may have been important resources 
for political and social power in late Yi society were limited to only a handful of 
clans in the early part of the dynasty. The Japanese scholar Inaba Iwakichi believes 
that the formation of the clan system did not materialize until around the time of 
the Hideyoshi invasion and bases this assertion on the fact that none of the impor- 
tant Neo-Confucian scholars of the early Yi period, such as Kim Chong-jik, Yi 
On-j6k, Chong Y6-ch‘ang, and Cho Kwang-jo, mention anywhere in their very 
considerable writings anything about a clan system.” 

With this in mind, let us examine the distribution of munkwa graduates among 
various clans during the first 200 years of the dynasty. In Table 3, based on calcu- 
lations made by Edward Wagner of Harvard University from the pangmok 
appendix to the Chosen jimmei jisho, we can show that at least 757 different 
clans were represented among the munkwa graduates, excluding 377 whose clan 
afhliations are unknown. Only two clans produced more than 100 graduates each: 

TasLeE 3—DistTrisuTION oF MuNKWA GRADUATES BY CLAN AFFILIATIONS: 1392-1591 

No. of Graduates No. of Clans Total No. of 

by Each Clan Represented Graduates 

110 = 119 IL 112 

100 — 109 1 103 

MO = Be) 0) 0) 

$0) = 89 ) 0) 

70 = 79 2 148 

60 - 69 4 Zoi 

00 = 959 of 376 

40 - 49 2 838 

30) = 39 abit 378 

20029 20 481 

10 - 19 SAL 703 

> = 9 62 424 

1 - 4 596 734 

Sub-total 737 3,804 
Clan origins unknown oni 

Total 4,181 

SOURCE: "Munkwa Statistics From Chosen Jimmei Jisho Pangmok " 

by Edward Waoner, 

72 See pp. 474-89. Compiled shortly after the ing the books published before the Japanese inva- 

Hideyoshi invasion, this important bibliography sion of 1592-97. 
lists with annotation more than 670 titles of books 73 Inaba Iwakichi, “Chdsen chujin ko,” Toa 

that had survived the devastating war. This book,  keizat kenkya, XVII (1933), 196-97. 

photo reproduced in 1969, is very useful in know- 
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the Andong Kwon, who placed 112 graduates, and the royal clan of Chonju Yi, 
who produced 103 graduates. Unfortunately, there is, at least at this time, no way 
of knowing the total membership of any of these clans. 

If we define a clan that produced fifty or more graduates as a highly successful 
clan, one that produced ten to forty-nine as moderately successful, and a clan that 
produced fewer than nine as less successful, the following table can be assembled: 

Clan No. of Clans (%) No. of Graduates (%) 

Highly successful 15) (( 20%) 996 (26.2%) 
Moderately successful 84 (11.1%) 1,650 (43.4%) 
Less successful 658 (86.9%) 1,158 (30.4%) 
Total (excluding those whose 

afhliation is unknown) 757 (100%) 3,804 (100%) 

From this, we can see that 26.2°% of the graduates came from only fifteen clans and 
that only 13.1°% of the total number of clans represented produced 69.6°% of the 
graduates. It is obvious from these figures that membership in certain influential 
clans was a favorable factor in success in the higher civil examination. While the 
importance of clan affiliation can not be denied, it should not either be overlooked 
that 30.4°%% of the graduates were recruited from the less successful clans. This fact 
casts doubt on the notion that the early Yi examination system may have been 
monopolized by powerful clans. Moreover, an overwhelming majority of the clans 
which may be regarded as less successful, surprisingly 596 clans or 78.7°% of the 
total, produced fewer than four candidates each, many producing only one. These 
figures indicate that the major avenue to positions in the civil bureaucracy was 
accessible even to members of obscure clans. 

Why, in the face of this evidence, has the misconception regarding the commoners’ 
eligibility to take part in the civil examinations persisted? It may be at least partly 
due to the ambiguous nature of available data on the examination candidates. One 
source of such ambiguity is the term yuhak (40 ), a title claimed by almost all— 
roughly 90% by my estimate—of the lower civil examination candidates. Except 
for a small number called kongsaeng (i.e. hyangni) and hot‘ong (i... men born 
of concubines who obtained special permission to take part in the examinations), 
the ywhak was the lowest social position for civil examination candidates. The 
question, then, is what is signified by ywhak? It has been defined vaguely as a 
scholar who has not yet held an official post.’* Could a commoner claim this title, 
or was it reserved exclusively for men of yangban status? If the title was given 
only to one born into a yangban family, then we can safely assume there was no 
upward social mobility for commoners, in view of the fact that nearly all the lower 
civil examination candidates were yuhak. 

According to Watanabe Manabu, a Japanese specialist in the history of Korean 
education, “yzhak refers to one who has completed his study at the Ayanggyo 
(county school) and has not yet passed the saengw6n or chinsa examination.” 

74 See, for example, Yi Hong-jik, ed., Kuksa 75 Watanabe Manabu, Kinser Chosen kyoikushi 
taesajon (Seoul, 1969), p. 1044. kenkyu (Tokyo, 1969), p. 166. 
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This is so far the best (and the only) explanation made by a twentieth-century 
scholar. 

But Cho Kik-sén (1595-1658), a seventeenth-century scholar-official who em- 
phasized the importance of local education, gives us a positive definition of ywhak. 
“In our country,” he remarks, “all students who take part in the examination call 

themselves yuhak.”"® This definition is substantiated by the great nineteenth- 
century scholar, Chéng Yag-yong, who writes: “Because there is no law on local 
examination, unqualified men intrude into the examination site, and, thereby, they 
all call themselves ywhak. Even public and private slaves illegally assume [the title 
by this means].”’* It is evident that ywhak was not a hereditary title and that, al- 
though by the nineteenth century anyone who managed to participate in the exami- 
nations took the title, in the earlier centuries of the Yi the term may have identified 
those who had completed the preparatory school for the examinations. 

According to Cho Kik-sén, not only the examination-candidate students but 
their fathers and grandfathers too were called ywhak. He explained: “When a can- 
didate lists his four ancestors, if his father and his grandfather are alive and have 

no office, he always lists them as ywhak.” Cho then comments on the discrepancy 
between the intrinsic meaning of ywhak (young or elementary student) and its 
expanded usage: 

Even those candidates who have repeatedly failed in the examination, and who 
are already past the age of forty or fifty, still call themselves ywhak and this is 
nonsense. . . . As for calling one’s father and grandfather yuhak, is there any- 
thing more ridiculous than this?*8 

The term yuhak, while it refers to examination-candidate students, does not 
offer us any clue to the student’s social background. Whether he came from a 
family of commoners or from yangban lineage, he was, as an examination candi- 
date, a ywhak, unless he was one of those infrequent candidates who were kong- 
saeng or hét‘ong. What is important here is that the title was not given on account 
of birth but was one acquired by those who pursued scholarship in preparation for 
the examinations. 

That yuhak was not a hereditary title for a yangban is clearly demonstrated 
by the case of Yi Sun-sin, the great naval hero of the war during the Hideyoshi 
invasion. Yi Sun-sin was born into a family that could be regarded as yangban by 
any standard. His direct ancestor in the fifth generation had held the post of Di- 
rector (Taejehak) of the Hongmun‘gwan, perhaps the most revered position in the 
Yi government. One of his elder brothers, Yo-sin, became a saengwon in 1573,” 
although Yi Sun-sin himself earned no degree at all until he was thirty, when, in 

1576, he finally took the military degree. The diploma awarded for this degree has 
survived and is now prominently displayed in the museum of the recently con- 
structed shrine for Yi Sun-sin in South Korea. From it, we learn that when he took 

76 MHPG, 45, 31b. See also Yi Yu-w6on, Imha of the title ywhak is related to the examination is 

pilgyong (Seoul: Taedong Munhwa Y6n‘guwon, also implied in a 1708 ruling; see, Sugyo chibyo 

1961), p. 467 c-d. (Chésen Soétokufu Chisiin edition, Seoul, 1943), 

77 Chong Yag-yong, Mongmin simso in Vol. IIl_p. 297. 
of Chong Tasan chénso (Seoul: Munhén P‘yénch‘an 78 MHPG, 45, 31b-32a. 

Wiwonhoe, 1961), 6, 10a—b. That the assumption 79 Mansong taedongbo (Seoul, 1931), I, 1032. 
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the military examination, his status was that of poin.8° A poin was a military pro- 
visioner, a classification that, during the sixteenth century, applied in general to 
commoners. It is a mystery how a man like Yi Sun-sin was reduced to pozn status. 
Significant for our study, however, is that the evidence of different designations of 
social status, even among brothers—saengwon and poin in this case—raises serious 
doubt about the popular notion that yangban status was hereditary. 

What, then, made yangban different from commoners? Is it possible to draw a 

line of demarcation that may have distinguished yangban from commoners? Al- 
though a satisfactory answer to these important questions must await further stud- 
ies, at least a partial clue may lie in the Confucian studies within the education 
system. All students enrolled in the sahak (Four Schools) in Seoul were called 
haksaeng, while those registered in hyanggyo (county schools) were known as 
kyosaeng. Whether all these students could be regarded as yangban or not is difh- 
cult to determine at this time. But in view of the fact that nearly all the candidates 
in the lower civil examination for the chinsa and saengwon degrees were drawn 
from these schools, it is safe to classify them at least as potential yangban. Within 
this category of potential yangban, we can include those commoners who were 
formally enrolled in these state educational institutions. On this matter, the seven- 
teenth-century Sirhak scholar Yu Hydng-wén (Pan‘gye) remarked: 

Schools are for the purpose not only of enabling scholars to study but also to 
teach all men throughout the world, so that no one is left uneducated. County 
and prefecture schools are for superior students selected from village level schools. 
. . . The distinction between scholars and commoners is first determined here.®1 

In other words, whether one became a scholar or remained a commoner depended 
on his admission into the county level school, according to Pan‘gye. If he was ad- 
mitted, he would be well on his way to becoming a scholar and would be eligible 
for the lower civil examination, whose saengw6n or chinsa degree would make him 
an eminent member of the yangban. 

Moreover, those officially enrolled students received an important privilege— 
namely, exemption from military duty.°? To qualify for this privilege, however, 
each student had to maintain a minimum scholastic standing by passing periodic 
tests given to local students. If he failed such a test, he was liable for burdensome 
military service,** which would reduce him virtually to commoner status. It was 
as much a duty as a privilege for a student to keep up his Confucian studies. When 
state control over the local schools became lax after the Hideyoshi invasion, both 
public and private schools increasingly became, because of this privilege accorded 
to students, favorite places for the idle to flock in order to escape military service.** 

80 See also the photo reproduction of Yi Sun- 

sin’s military diploma in Chosenshi Henshikai, 

Chosen shiryo shu shin zoku (Seoul, 1937), plate 

49. 
81 Yu Hyong-won, Pan‘gye surok (Seoul: Kojén 

Kanhaenghoe, 1958), 9, 34a—b. 

82 Although no specific stipulation exempting 

students from military duty can be found, evidence 

cited below makes it quite clear that this was so. 

See also Yukkun Sagwan Hakkyo Han‘guk Kunsa 

Yon‘gusil, Han‘guk kunjesa, 1 (Seoul, 1968), 26- 
237 fe 

83 See T'aehak chi, 1, 548, 575. Yulgok chonso, 

15, 29b-30a, 4ob. Hop‘ae samok (1625 edition, 
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In the meantime, military service itself became more and more demeaning and 
eventually, by the early nineteenth century, one scholar-official decried, “once one 
is reduced to bear military duty, he is removed from the scholar’s status.”*° Thus, 
those students who neglected their Confucian studies were confronted with a rather 
bleak alternative. 

Scions of even the most distinguished yangban families were not spared from 
such a dilemma. An episode in the life of the great-grandson of Kim Chong-jik is 
revealing. Kim Chong-jik (1431-1492) was a prominent Neo-Confucian scholar- 
official and a major personality in the early Yi dynasty. But all the achievements of 
Kim Chong-jik nearly failed to insure his great-grandson a continuing status as 
a member of the yangban. For when Kim Chong-jik’s great-grandson failed a 
reading examination given to students, a special commissioner ordered him to bear 
military duty. When informed of the unfortunate fate that had befallen the direct 
heir of the revered Kim Chong-jik, the governor of Kyéngsang province managed 
to arrange for a substitute to be accepted in his place.*® 

A similar fate very nearly overtook two grandnephews of the prominent scholar- 
official Yu Hii-ch‘un (1513-1577). One of his grandnephews had not kept up his 
studies and was ordered to bear military duty after having failed the reading 
examination. But at the last moment, he was given a passing grade because he was 
a relative of the prominent Yu Hii-ch‘un and thus escaped being taken into the 
army.’ A couple of months later, his younger brother also escaped military service 
under similar circumstances.** These two young men were also grandsons of Yu 
Séng-ch‘un, a brother of Yu Hui-ch‘un, who had won the saengwon and munkwa 
degrees and had already served in several influential middle ranking posts, such as 
in the Board of Personnel and the Hongmun‘gwan, before his premature death. 

Another misfortune that befell Yu Hui-ch‘un’s own son is also revealing. When 
Yu Hiui-ch‘un died in 1577, he possessed both fame and fortune as the eminently 
respected First Counselor (Pujehak) of Hongmun‘gwan. The fortune, which was 
considerable, he bequeathed to his only son, Kyéng-ny6m. Kyéng-nyém was fur- 
thermore married to a daughter of Kim In-hu, another famous and well respected 
Neo-Confucian  scholar-official. Through Yu Hiui-ch‘un’s am privilege, Kyong- 
nyom was given the position of a post-station master though he had never acquired 
a degree. But Yu Ky6ng-nyém was so entirely inept that he not only lost his post 
but by 1600, had already squandered the fortune bequeathed to him. Having lost 
his inheritance and reached the brink of starvation, he was finally able to stir the 
pity of some local officials, who dispatched an appeal to the provincial governor to 
grant welfare assistance to the incompetent son of the highly talented Yu Hui- 
ch‘un.*? 

These four individuals—the great-grandson of Kim Chong-jik, the two grand- 
nephews and the son of Yu Hui-ch‘un—escaped losing the privileged yangban 
social status only by virtue of special favor engendered through the successes of 
their distinguished relatives. What is significant here is that, if the descendants of 
such prominent personages came so close to losing their social status, it is not difficult 

85 Quoted in Ch‘oe Ch‘ang-gyu, Kandae Han‘guk 87 [bid., 345. 

chongcht sasangsa (Seoul, 1972), p. 93. 88 [bid., 391. 

86 Miam ilgi ch‘o, IV, 313. 89 [bid., V, 346-48. 


